MHC class I antigen expression is inversely related with tumor malignancy and ras oncogene product (p21ras) levels in human breast tumors.
MHC class I antigens participate in the immune response by presenting peptides to CD8+ cytotoxic T cells. Decreased expression of these antigens in tumor cells may contribute to an evasion of immune system and consequently to enhanced tumor growth. However, not all tumors expressing low levels of HLA antigens show increased malignancy, probably as a result of the differential activity of the oncogenes involved in malignant transformation. The ras family of cellular oncogenes is one of the most frequently detected families of transformation-inducing genes in human solid tumors. The aim of this work is to study the expression of MHC antigens and the ras oncogene product, p21ras, in 60 primary breast tumors in order to define its clinical significance in tumor progression. HLA antigen expression and p21ras levels were measured on breast tumors using immunohistochemistry methods and enzymoimmunoassay, respectively. The results demonstrate that more invasive tumors have both a decreased expression of HLA class I antigens and higher levels of p21ras protein expression than less aggressive tumors. These findings indicate that the capacity of breast cancers to grow and metastasize is related to low levels of MHC class I antigens and enhanced p21ras expression, thus supporting the involvement of MHC and ras oncogenes in breast tumor malignancy.